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Michel Peyramaure's novel, L'Orange de Noél. By situating the story within
its historical and cultural context, the study explores how the secularization
of Catholic congregational schools reflects broader societal tensions
between church and state. The paper examines the portrayal of an
educational environment rife with conflict, highlighting the experiences of
dyslexic children within this fraught landscape. The analysis integrates a
comprehensive review of Peyramaure's life and works, emphasizing the
novel's significance in representing the cultural and educational challenges
of the era. This study contributes to understanding the intersection between
literature, religion, and education, and underscores the enduring impact of
these themes in contemporary discourse.

FRENSH

Cet article examine les thémes de la laicisation et de I'intolérance religieuse dans
I'éducation frangaise du début du XXe siécle a travers une analyse détaillée du
roman de Michel Peyramaure, L'Orange de Noél. En situant le roman dans son
contexte historique et culturel, I'étude explore comment la laicisation des écoles
congréganistes catholiques refléte les tensions sociétales plus larges entre I'Eglise
et I'Etat. L'article examine la représentation d'un environnement éducatif en proie
aux conflits, en mettant en lumiére les expériences des enfants dyslexiques dans ce
paysage tourmenté. L'analyse integre une revue complete de la vie et des ceuvres de
Peyramaure, soulignant I'importance du roman dans la représentation des défis
culturels et éducatifs de I'époque. Cette étude contribue a la compréhension de
I'intersection entre littérature, religion et éducation, et souligne I'impact durable de
ces thémes dans le discours contemporain.
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Secularization and Religious Intolerance in Early 20th-Century French Education:

A Study of Michel Peyramaure's L'Orange de Noél

1. Introduction

Contextual Background

The early 20th century in France was marked by significant societal shifts, particularly in
the realm of education. This period witnessed the intensification of the secularization
movement, which sought to disentangle the state's influence from the dominant Catholic
Church, particularly within educational institutions. The 1905 law on the Separation of the
Churches and the State epitomized this shift, establishing a secular republic and mandating the
exclusion of religious instruction from public schools. This transition was not merely
administrative but also deeply cultural, reflecting broader societal tensions between tradition and
modernity. The secularization of education aimed to promote a neutral, non-religious
curriculum, fostering an environment where students of all backgrounds could learn free from
ecclesiastical influence (Michaud & Torres, 1978). However, this process was met with
resistance from many quarters, particularly from those within the Catholic community who
viewed this as an erosion of moral and spiritual values. This historical backdrop provides a rich
context for examining the themes of secularization and religious intolerance as depicted in
contemporary literature (Truffaut et al., 1962).

Purpose of the Study

This paper aims to analyze the themes of secularization and religious intolerance in Michel
Peyramaure's novel, L'Orange de Noél. Through a detailed examination of the novel's narrative
and characters, this study seeks to understand how Peyramaure portrays the impact of the
secularization movement on French society, particularly within the context of education. By
situating the novel within its historical and cultural milieu, the analysis will explore the broader
implications of these themes and their relevance to contemporary discussions on the role of
religion in public life.

Thesis Statement

Michel Peyramaure's L'Orange de Noél is a critical lens to understand the cultural and
educational challenges of early 20th-century France. The novel vividly depicts the societal
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conflicts arising from the secularization of education and the resulting religious intolerance,
providing a nuanced exploration of how these dynamics affected individuals and communities.
Through the experiences of its characters, the novel highlights the enduring tensions between
religious tradition and secular modernity, offering valuable insights into the complexities of this
transformative period in French history.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Michel Peyramaure’s Biography

Michel Peyramaure, born on January 30, 1922, in Brive-la-Gaillarde, Corréze, France, is a
distinguished figure in French literature, often celebrated for his contributions to historical
fiction. He is the son of Louis Pierre Peyramaure and Denise Peyramaure. Michel and his wife
Denise have two children, Caroline Peyramaure and Guillaume Pierre Peyramaure. His literary
career began in the mid-20th century. He has since authored over a hundred novels, earning him
recognition as a prolific and respected historical novelist in France. Among his notable works
are Le Bal des Ribauds, Les Empires de Cendre, and Jeanne d'Arc. His novel L'Orange de Noél,
published in 1996, exemplifies his ability to intertwine historical events with fictional
narratives, providing readers with a rich tapestry of the past. In 1979, Peyramaure received the
Grand Prix de Littérature de la Societé des Gens de Lettres for his entire work. He initially
worked in a printing press run by his father, where he discovered his literary talents, eventually
transitioning to journalism with "La Montagne" before fully committing to his literary career
(Peyramaure, 1996).

2.2. Previous Studies

The themes of secularization and religious intolerance in Michel Peyramaure’s works have
garnered scholarly attention, particularly in early 20th-century French society. Previous studies
have explored how Peyramaure's novels reflect the broader cultural and societal shifts of the
time, especially the tension between the Catholic Church and the secular state (Michaud &
Torres, 1978). Researchers have noted that Peyramaure's portrayal of this period is marked by a
nuanced understanding of the conflicts and contradictions inherent in the secularization process.
For instance, studies have highlighted how his works depict the impact of the 1905 law on the
Separation of the Churches and the State on local communities and educational institutions
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(Truffaut et al., 1962). Furthermore, scholars have examined how Peyramaure addresses the
theme of religious intolerance, illustrating the struggles of individuals and groups marginalized
by the dominant religious culture (Gracieux, 1998). These studies underscore the importance of
Peyramaure's novels as historical documents that offer insights into the complexities of French
society during a time of profound transformation.

3. Thematic Analysis
3.1. Religious Intolerance

Michel Peyramaure's L'Orange de Noél vividly portrays the theme of religious intolerance
within the educational system of early 20th-century France. The novel illustrates the deep-seated
animosity between the proponents of secular education and those who support traditional
Catholic congregational schools. For example, the protagonist, Cécile Brunie, a young teacher
representing the secular school, faces severe hostility from the local community and the clergy,
who view her as an adversary to their religious beliefs. The community's reaction to her
presence is encapsulated in their perception of her as "le diable en personne” (Peyramaure,
1996, p. 12). This hostility is further emphasized when villagers shout, "Satan! Satan!" and
throw holy water at her (Peyramaure, 1996, p. 14). Gracieux (1998) writes that religious
practices have diversified greatly since the 1960s. These instances underscore the intense
religious intolerance that characterizes the conflict between secular and religious educational
ideologies.

3.2. Secularization of Education

Even though the secularisation theory has never been compatible with actual reality, social
scientists have welcomed it from the beginning. (Stark, 1999). Reducing the extent of religious
power is a more effective way to understand secularisation than religion's decline. (Chaves,
1994). Secularisation, according to Wilson (1966), is " the process whereby religious thinking,
practices, and systems lose their societal relevance." He views the loss of the Church's power to
establish what constitutes appropriate behavior, beliefs, and moral standards for individuals as
the fundamental aspect of individual secularisation. Personal piety can still exist, but it's a sign
of personal secularisation if it emerges from inside without reference to religious authority.
Wilson has also emphasized the effects of the socialization process in contemporary cultures,
and it is on this foundation that he developed his thesis, which holds that secularisation is a
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corollary of socialization and is connected to the reduction of community. Wilson's evaluation
of institutional secularisation is likewise noteworthy in that it is based on the Catholic Church.
(Dobbelaere, 2006)

The secularization process in L'Orange de Noél is depicted as a significant cultural shift
impacting the school and the broader community. The 1905 law on the Separation of the
Churches and the State plays a central role in the novel, symbolizing the broader societal
movement towards secularism. The character of Cécile Brunie embodies the principles of
secular education, striving to establish a non-religious learning environment despite fierce
opposition from the local clergy. The novel portrays the struggles and resistance faced by
secular educators through Cécile's interactions with figures like Abbé Brissaud, who vehemently
opposes the secular school, describing it as "L’Ecole sans Dieu" (Peyramaure, 1996, p. 45). This
opposition reflects the broader societal resistance to the secularization process, illustrating how
deeply entrenched religious institutions were in the community’s educational system (Truffaut
etal., 1962).

3.3. Dyslexia and Education

Elle est différente de vous et de tous les gens de ce village. La difficulté avec elle c’est
qu’on ne peut pas la contraindre sans la brimer ni lui laisser la bride... il faut surtonte 1’aimer. Je
vous demande la permission d’aider Malvina et de I’aimer... (Peyramaure, 67).

She is different from you and everyone in this village. The difficulty with her is that we
cannot constrain her without bullying her or giving her rein... you must above all love her. I ask
your permission to help Malvina and to love her... (Peyramaure, 67)

Boily (2018) in her work entitled "Comment puis-je aider mon enfant dyslexique a la
maison?" highlights that dyslexia is a persistent disorder of reading acquisition and automation,
affecting reading speed and accuracy. This disorder often results in inaccurate reading which
significantly hinders comprehension. In addition, she explains that developmental dyslexia,
commonly called "dyslexia", is a learning difficulty characterized by great difficulty
assimilating written language, which impacts spelling and reading. This disorder is revealed in
children by major difficulties in reading, writing and spelling. Suspicion of dyslexia generally
occurs when the individual presents a significant delay of at least 18 months in learning to read
and write. The manifestation of this disorder in learning written language varies depending on
the age of the patient.
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In her article entitled "Comment réagir face a un enfant dyslexique?", Picut (2014)
underlines the importance of finding a balance between stimulating the child and preventing
exhaustion, without ever forcing him to read aloud. 'he doesn't want it. In addition, a dyslexic
child must be able to thrive in other activities such as sports, music, or drawing. Indeed, these
activities allow them to develop their talents and strengthen their self-esteem, which is often
undermined at school, as highlighted in the case of Malvina Delpeuch. As an individual
different from others around them, the dyslexic child deserves to be treated in a distinct and
caring manner. (Peyramaure, 67-68)

Society (parents and teachers) must also know that its role is to help children who feel
different, to face the sometimes hurtful remarks of teachers or the mockery of their peers. The
case of Malvina Delpeuch does not change quickly. Before Cécile arrived, there were many
times when she hardly communicated with people even in class:

Durant des années, je suis restée aveugle a coté de cette petite. Elle avait I’air absent, ne
répondait pas quand on I’interrogeait, restait des heures a dormir dans le fond de la classe
(Peyramaure, 85).

For years, | remained blind next to this little girl. She seemed absent,
did not respond when questioned, and stayed for hours sleeping in the
back of the class (Peyramaure, 85).

In addition to exploring religious and secular conflicts, L'Orange de Noél also addresses
the educational experiences of dyslexic children. The novel introduces Malvina Delpeuch, a
dyslexic child who faces significant challenges within the educational system. Cécile Brunie’s
patient and dedicated approach to teaching Malvina contrasts sharply with the religiously rigid
and intolerant attitudes of the congregational school. Cécile's belief in Malvina's potential and
her refusal to accept the community's view of Malvina as "attardée mentale" (Peyramaure, 1996,
p. 50) highlight the transformative power of secular, inclusive education. Cécile's efforts to
teach Malvina, despite the religious opposition, underscore the novel’s critique of the
educational limitations imposed by religious intolerance. By focusing on Malvina’s success, the
novel suggests that a secular approach to education, which prioritizes individual needs over
religious dogma, can lead to more effective educational outcomes for all students (Michaud &
Torres, 1978).

3.4. Historical and Cultural Context
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3.4.1.  Secularization in France

France made Catholicism its official religion in 1789; nevertheless, worship was outlawed
five years later. Religion had many challenges during the French Revolution, but the new
republic faced many religious oppositions. (History Today, 2010). The 1905 legislation
removed religion from public institutions like state schools and civil service positions by
prohibiting the French government from acknowledging any religion. Its main goal was to
undermine the Catholic Church's long-standing dominance in French society. (Heneghan, 2023).
Disestablishing any religion that has official ties to the government is necessary for the
separation of church and state; in the case of France in 1905, this meant annulling the Concordat
of 1801 between France and the Vatican and dissolving the Ministry of Religion (Ministere des
cultes).

The secularization of education in France during the early 20th century represents a pivotal
moment in the nation's history, marked by significant legislative changes and profound societal
reactions. The process of secularization was legally enshrined in the 1905 law on the Separation
of the Churches and the State, which aimed to establish a clear distinction between religious
institutions and state affairs. This law mandated the removal of religious instruction from public
schools and sought to create a secular public education system free from ecclesiastical control
(Michaud & Torrés, 1978). The secularization movement was rooted in Enlightenment
principles that championed reason, scientific inquiry, and the separation of church and state. It
was also a response to the long-standing influence of the Catholic Church over various aspects
of public life, including education. This legislative shift was met with mixed reactions:
proponents viewed it as a necessary step towards modernization and equality, while opponents,
particularly within the Catholic community, perceived it as an attack on their religious freedoms
and moral values (Truffaut et al., 1962).

3.4.2. Impact on Education

The secularization of education had a profound impact on Catholic congregational schools
and the broader educational landscape in France. Catholic congregational schools, which had
previously enjoyed significant autonomy and influence, found themselves at odds with the new
secular policies. These schools, often run by religious orders, were seen as bastions of Catholic
doctrine and morality. The implementation of the 1905 law forced many of these institutions to
either secularize their curricula or lose state funding and recognition. This period saw a decline
in the number of students attending Catholic schools, as secular public schools became more

lallly G ol
Annals of letters and languages
annaleslettres@gmail.com

83




Secularization and Religious Intolerance in Early 20th-Century French Education:
A Study of Michel Peyramaure's L'Orange de Noél

prevalent and accessible (Michaud & Torres, 1978). The novel L'Orange de Noél captures this
transitional period, illustrating the tensions and conflicts that arose as communities grappled
with these changes. The character of Cécile Brunie represents the secular educational
movement, striving to implement non-religious education in the face of strong resistance from
figures like the abbé Brissaud, who symbolizes the traditional Catholic educational
establishment. This cultural clash is emblematic of the broader societal struggle between secular
modernity and religious tradition, highlighting the challenges of implementing secular policies
in a deeply religious society.

4. Analytical Framework
4.1. Theoretical Approach

The analytical framework used to examine Michel Peyramaure's L'Orange de Noél
combines literary theory and historical analysis. This dual approach allows for a comprehensive
understanding of the novel's thematic and contextual nuances. Literary theory provides the tools
to dissect the narrative structure, character development, and thematic elements of the text. By
applying theories such as New Historicism, which emphasizes the interplay between literature
and historical context, the analysis can reveal how the novel reflects and critiques the socio-
political dynamics of early 20th-century France (Michaud & Torrés, 1978). This theoretical
perspective is crucial for understanding how Peyramaure uses fiction to comment on the real-
world issues of secularization and religious intolerance.

4.2. Methodology

The methodological approach taken in this analysis involves a close reading of the text to
identify and interpret key themes related to secularization, religious intolerance, and the
educational experiences of dyslexic children. The analysis begins with a detailed examination of
the narrative and character interactions, paying particular attention to passages that illustrate the
conflict between secular and religious educational philosophies. Specific examples from the
novel are used to support the interpretation of these themes, such as the hostility faced by Cécile
Brunie and the struggles of Malvina Delpeuch. Additionally, historical context is integrated into
the analysis to provide a deeper understanding of the societal backdrop against which the novel
is set. This involves referencing historical documents, such as the 1905 law on the Separation of
the Churches and the State, to contextualize the novel's depiction of secularization and its
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impact on education (Truffaut et al., 1962). By combining literary and historical methods, the
analysis offers a nuanced exploration of how Peyramaure's work reflects and critiques the
cultural and educational challenges of his time.

5. Discussion
5.1. Comparative Analysis

The themes of secularization and religious intolerance in L'Orange de Noél can be
effectively compared with other contemporary works that address similar issues. For instance,
Albert Camus' L'Etranger also examines the clash between individual beliefs and societal
norms. In both novels, the protagonists face hostility and ostracism from their communities due
to their differing views. While Cécile Brunie in L'Orange de Noél is seen as a threat to the
religious status quo due to her support for secular education, Meursault in L'Etranger is
alienated for his indifferent attitude towards societal expectations, particularly in matters of faith
and morality. Both characters challenge the dominant cultural narratives of their time,
highlighting the friction between progressive and traditional values (Peyramaure, 1996; Camus,
1942).

Another notable comparison can be made with Emile Zola’s La Faute de I'Abbé Mouret,
which explores the intense conflict between religious orthodoxy and personal autonomy. Zola’s
depiction of the rigid and often oppressive nature of the Catholic Church mirrors Peyramaure's
portrayal of the religious intolerance faced by those advocating for secular education. In both
novels, the church is depicted as a powerful institution resistant to change, underscoring the
broader societal struggle between religious authority and emerging secular ideologies (Zola,
1875).

5.2. Broader Implications

The findings from the analysis of L'Orange de Noél have broader implications for
contemporary debates on education and religion. The novel’s depiction of the challenges faced
by secular educators in a predominantly religious society resonates with ongoing discussions
about the role of religion in public education. In many parts of the world, the balance between
religious freedoms and secular principles in educational settings remains a contentious issue.
Peyramaure's work highlights the potential conflicts that arise when religious institutions and
state policies intersect, emphasizing the need for careful consideration of diverse perspectives in
educational reform.
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Furthermore, the novel's focus on the educational experiences of dyslexic children like
Malvina Delpeuch brings attention to the importance of inclusive education practices. The
resistance to secular education depicted in the novel parallels modern debates about educational
accessibility and the need for teaching approaches that accommodate diverse learning needs. By
illustrating the transformative impact of inclusive, secular education, L'Orange de Noél
advocates for educational systems that prioritize individual student needs over rigid adherence
to traditional doctrines (Michaud & Torres, 1978).

Overall, Peyramaure’s novel serves as a reminder of the enduring relevance of these issues
and the importance of fostering educational environments that respect religious diversity and
secular principles. The broader implications of this analysis underscore the novel's contribution
to understanding the complexities of educational reform and the role of literature in reflecting
and shaping societal values.

6. Conclusion
6.1. Summary of Findings

The analysis of Michel Peyramaure’s L'Orange de Noél reveals the profound impact of
secularization and religious intolerance on early 20th-century French education. The novel
illustrates the intense conflicts between secular and religious educational philosophies, as seen
through the experiences of Cécile Brunie, who faces significant hostility from the local
community and clergy due to her support for secular education. Additionally, the novel sheds
light on the educational challenges faced by dyslexic children, highlighting the transformative
potential of inclusive, secular teaching approaches. Through its detailed narrative and character
interactions, L'Orange de Noél provides a nuanced exploration of the societal tensions that
accompanied the secularization process in France.

6.2. Significance of the Study

This study is significant in understanding the intersection of literature, religion, and
education. By analyzing L'Orange de Noél, it becomes evident how literature can serve as a
mirror to societal changes and conflicts. Peyramaure’s work not only reflects the historical
context of early 20th-century France but also offers critical insights into the cultural and
educational challenges of the time. The novel’s depiction of the struggles between secular and
religious ideologies underscores the complexities involved in educational reform and the
ongoing relevance of these themes in contemporary discourse. This study highlights the role of
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literature in providing a deeper understanding of historical events and their impact on society,
particularly in the realms of religion and education.

6.3. Future Research Directions

Future research could explore other works by Michel Peyramaure to further investigate
how he addresses similar themes across his extensive body of literature. Comparative studies
could be conducted to examine how different novels by Peyramaure depict the relationship
between religion and education in various historical contexts. Additionally, research could focus
on similar themes in different cultural contexts to understand how secularization and religious
intolerance are portrayed in literature from other parts of the world. Such studies would
contribute to a broader understanding of the universal challenges associated with educational
reform and the interplay between religious and secular ideologies. Furthermore, exploring the
educational experiences of marginalized groups in literature can provide valuable insights into
the development of more inclusive and equitable educational practices. Today in France, women
form part of this developing inclusive environment. The formation of female solidarity is
significantly supported by philanthropic endeavors and environmental preservation efforts. In an
era where the Church heavily depended on women to disseminate the faith, the Revolution
ushered in newfound rights for women, empowering them to facilitate the expansion of religious
congregations within the middle class. Furthermore, governmental subsidies are allocated to
augment their social engagements, underscoring the pivotal role of women in societal and
communal development. (Woodhead et al, 2001)
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